
INTRODUCTION 
 
Running is very simple – just place one foot in front of an-
other. The athlete who can carry out this task more 
quickly or efficiently than another will win the race.  
 
Training young distance athletes is not simply training lit-
tle, or very young, adults. Children will stop playing when 
they are fatigued, but if they are training or competing 
they will generally not stop, as the expectations of par-
ents and coaches would not allow them to do so. Training 
should be enjoyable for the athlete. 
 
Distance running refers to those events of 800m or 
longer. Young athletes under the age of fourteen should 
not undertake long distance training or racing, as it can 
be detrimental to their physical growth. 
 
It takes many years to achieve full potential in distance 
running and many distance athletes have been known to 
achieve personal best times when over thirty years of 
age. Young athletes must be patient to achieve their ulti-
mate potential. Many world class distance athletes did 
not begin serious training until they were in their mid to 
late teens. 
 
PHYSIOLOGY 
 
Young athletes need to be nurtured to achieve their ulti-
mate potential as bones and muscles are still growing 
and developing. Heavy training programmes can result in 
injuries such as stress fractures. The body also needs 
energy for growing.  
 



 
 
 

Improved ability during puberty can be due to the ath-
lete growing taller and stronger. Increased leg length 
generally results in a longer stride and a quicker time. 
However, growth spurts can also cause problems as 
injuries can occur. Declines in performances can also 
occur during this time due to hormonal changes in 
both girls and boys. 
 
Within young athletes there are very big differences 
between early and late developers in the areas of 
physical, social and psychological development. Late 
developers need to be nurtured by the coach, as the 
emotional disappointment of not being to compete suc-
cessfully with athletes who are bigger and stronger 
than they are can be great. 
 
The training programme must take into consideration 
the athlete’s age and experience. Athletes aged 14 or 
under only need two or three training sessions a week, 
as the athletes are often involved in other sports at 
school. Athletes aged from 14 to 16 may handle 4 or 5 
sessions per week, depending on their training back-
ground. 
 
Young athletes can handle aerobic training but have 
problems with anaerobic workouts eg 400m repeti-
tions. Muscle biochemistry pre puberty does not favour 
anaerobic training. The training effect of this type of 
session will be quite different to that of an adult. 
 
 
 



TRAINING SESSIONS 
 
Training should be fun and varied so young athletes do 
not become bored. Enjoyment is paramount to athletes 
of all ages, but particularly the younger ones. It is essen-
tial that all athletes bring a water bottle, towel, warm 
clothes, or a change of clothes in case of inclement 
weather, to all training sessions. 
 
Training sessions should consist of warm up, which in-
cludes running and stretching, technique work, speed or 
endurance section and a warm down which includes 
both running and stretching. 
 
It is important for both the athlete and the coach to set 
goals. The coach should look at where the athlete is now 
and then project to the near and long term future. There 
should be a common goal for the athlete and coach. 
Sometimes the athlete and coach may differ in what they 
thing may be achieved. In this case, further discussion is 
essential. Goals may relate to technique, warm up, 
warm down, improving flexibility, learning about nutrition, 
attending every training session, achieving a personal 
best performance or not only winning but running a tech-
nically correct race, using good race tactics or maintain-
ing good concentration. 
 
It is better to under train than to over train young ath-
letes. Be aware of other sporting commitments of the 
athletes. Encourage young athletes, do not force them 
to train when they are very young. 
 



Athletes all have individual differences and will re-
spond differently to training sessions due to age, matu-
ration, body size or previous training programmes in a 
range of sports including athletics. 
 
If an athlete has been sick, injured or taken a short 
break from training, they must not be expected to train 
as they had in previous sessions. Allow the athlete to 
come back slowly and gain confidence. Listen to the 
athlete and ask many questions so you know what 
they are thinking and feeling. 
 
Training hard each day is not sensible. Rest is impor-
tant and athletes need to have easy days and hard 
days so recovery can occur. 
 
WARM UP 
 
A warm up is essential as it prepares the body for 
work, allowing the athlete to perform at a higher level 
and reducing the risk of injury. It is essential for both 
training and competition. The body and mind are pre-
pared for the task on hand or the session to follow. 
 
The warm up should consist of some jogging as this 
raises the body temperature and allows the muscle fi-
bres to become more pliable. The amount of jogging 
will depend on the age of the athlete and the distance 
to be covered in training or competition. 
 
 

OVERTRAINING SYMPTOMS 
 
There are many symptoms that may indicate an athlete 
has overtrained. Some of these are reduced perform-
ance, unusual muscle soreness, not wanting to attend 
training, restless sleep pattern, increased tendency to 
infections, loss of weight, increased irritability or loss of 
appetite. 
 
 
FLUID 
 
Fluid intake is important, as water in the blood is re-
quired for cooling. Young athletes are more susceptible 
to heat stress and fluid can be lost very rapidly during 
training sessions and competitions, particularly during 
the summer months. Dehydration can occur very quickly. 
Athletes must learn to drink water during training ses-
sions and may also require an electrolyte replacement 
as well. 



Generally the foot hits the ground 
comfortably in front of the body. The 
contact point is around the heel 
area and towards the outside edge, 
and then rolls inward at the ankle 
joint.  
 
If an athlete has a major technique 
fault that is preventing them reach-
ing their potential or may eventually 

cause injury, it is essential to help the athlete over-
come the problem. Work on one fault at a time and of-
ten when one fault is corrected, another may also be 
improved. Give athletes brief and simple cues such as 
“arms” or “run tall” to remind them of the correction of 
the fault on which they are working. 
 
Technique drills may be performed to correct a fault, 
but ensure supervision is carried out as the drill must 
be carried out correctly. 
 
RACE TACTICS 
 
Fitness will often determine what tactics a young ath-
lete will use. As athletes mature, they will assess the 
physical and psychological strengths and weaknesses 
of the other athletes in races. Athletes may use surges 
within a race, a very strong finish, a sprint finish or a 
combination of these. Young athletes tend to have a 
very poor sense of pace judgement. This is a learned 
skill and comes with maturation. 
 

Stretching is then carried out in order to increase 
flexibility. Encourage young athletes to establish a 
stretching routine. Static stretches, where the stretch 
is held for twenty to thirty seconds, is more beneficial 
than ballistic or “bouncing” stretching. 
 
Run throughs of repetitions of approximately 60 me-
tres can then be undertaken. Athletes can complete 
one or two at about half pace and another one or two 
at three quarter to full pace. The emphasis should be 
on correct technique. 
 
TRAINING PROGRAMMES 
 
It is important that the body is exposed to a training 
load where the intensity, duration or frequency will 
produce a measurable training effect. An overload 
must be applied progressively, and then sufficient 
time given to the athlete so recovery can occur. A 
gradual increase in load is essential, or the athlete 
may become injured, sick, tired or bored. Each ath-
lete is different and may need to be given different 
loads or recoveries. 
 
Athletes need an endurance base before speed en-
durance can be improved. General aerobic endur-
ance can be achieved by running, or by swimming or 
cycling. These other methods can help reduce the 
risk of injury or be used when athletes are injured. 
 
. 



Interval training is where athletes run short distances 
at about 75% of top speed over a distance and then 
have a recovery period. This is one important method 
of improving an athlete’s performance. The following 
can be varied – distance of each interval, speed of in-
terval, number of repetitions and the rest period. An 
example of this type of training for young athletes 
would be 4 or 5 x 150 metres run at about 75 %, and 
then a walk recovery of about 150 metres 
 
Continuous running is important to increase the aero-
bic capacity of the athlete. Depending on the age and 
background of each athlete, this can range from 5 min-
utes to about 20 minutes for young athletes. 
 
Fartlek training is another method that can be used. 
The athletes run for a period of time where they will 
jog, then they run more quickly, or run slower, or possi-
bly walk. The athlete changes pace depending on how 
they feel. 
 
Improvement of speed is very important. Athletes 
should perform a series of short sprints over distances 
of 50 – 70 metres. 
 
WARM DOWN 
 
Waste products have been built up and gentle jogging 
helps to avoid muscle soreness. Stretching should also 
be done. 

 
 

TECHNIQUE 
Developing correct running tech-
niques when young is important as 
it is more difficult to alter technique 
later in life. Running injuries may be 
caused by poor technique or a 
structural abnormality. Mechanically 
efficient and economical is the ba-
sis of the correct technique. For 
stability, athletes need strong stom-
ach and lower back muscles. 
 
The running technique should be 
relaxed, mechanically efficient and 
economical. In distance events, en-

ergy saved is important so eliminate any unnecessary 
movements such as head wobbling or arm flapping. Im-
proved form and efficiency can lead to better perform-
ance and a reduced risk of injury. 
 
The head, neck, arm, shoulders and trunk should be re-
laxed. Head should be carried erect and naturally up-
right. Look twenty metres in front, rather than at your 
feet. Hands should not be clenched tightly. The body is 
upright with a slight forward lean. Arms are the balanc-
ing reaction to the movements of the legs and should 
swing forwards and backwards slightly across the body. 
Distance athletes need an economical, lower knee lift 
and less vigorous arm movement than sprinters. 


